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P E P E  B E ~ N Z A  I N I T I A T O R  O F  T H E  S T R U G G L E  F O R  T H E  R I G H I  
T O  C O N S C I E N T I O U S  O B J E C T I O N  I N  T H E  S P A N I S H  S T A T E  
n ancient times, ernperors were 
like gods and. going against their 
wishes was unthinkable. With the 
of Christianity, individual con- 
first carne into conflict in face of 
what was felt to be an uniust law. For 
Christians, conscience i s  the word of God 
and rnust therefore be obeyed before any 
rnan-rnade law. Nowadays, the best-known 
forrn of conscientious obiection i s  the re- 
fusal to undertake rnilitary service. 
Catalonia has a Iong antirnilitarist tradi- 
tion. As the rninstrel Jaume Arnella sings 
in his "Rornanco de las quintas", in 
chronological order rebellions against the 
call-up have taken place in 1773, in Bar- 
celona; in 1870, against General Prirn's 
levy; in 1 845, in Sabadell, a town in Bar- 
celona's industrial belt; and, especially, 
in 1909, in the p ~ p ~ l a i -  uprising against 
the levy for the Moroccan war, during 
what i s  known as the Tragic Week, when 
the repression produced 106 dead, 
1,725 courts rnartial and 17 death sen- 
tences, five of which were carried out. 
The worker's rnovement of the time, 
heavily influenced by anarchisrn, was 
also profoundly antirnilitarist. 
Because of al1 this, when in 1931 the Cat- 
alan parliarnentary deputies drafted the 
project for the Statute of Autonorny 
-which was eventually reiected-, they 
wrote, "the Catalan people would like the 
youth to be set free Frorn the slavery of 
rnilitary service" (Estatut de Núria). 
After the Civil War and during General 
Franco's dictatorship, we have to wait un- 
ti1 1958, when a Jehova's Witness de- 
clared hirnself a conscientious obiector. 
He was found guilty of sedition and sen- 
tenced to 23 years' irnprisonrnent. His 
case was followed by those of another 
hundred Witnesses who cornpleted long 
prison sentences. But the rnaiority of citi- 
zens were still unaware of the problern 
because there was no pressure of any 
kind. 
The turning point carne in the sumrner of 
1967. Lanza del Vasto, a disciple of 
Gandhi and founder of Arca, a non-vio- 
lent community in the south of France, 
organised a camp in the town of Cas- 
telltersol (Moianes region) to discuss pa- 
cifist theories. About 80 people took 
part -including rnyself- and the event 
rnarks the starting point of the fight. To- 
gether we studied the subiect of obiec- 
tion and in January 1971 1 declared rny- 
self a non-violent conscientious obiector. 
When I went into prison, a protest carn- 
paign was organised al1 over Europe, 
with the backing of the Internacional de 
Resistents a la Guerra, bringing pres- 
sure to bear with marches, dernonstrations, 
painted slogans, occupations of ernbas- 
sies, etc. 
1 D O S S I E R  
ALONG WITH GERMANY, THE SPANISH STATE HAS THE HIGHEST 
NUMBER OF CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTORS IN EUROPE. IN 
CATALONIA THE FIGURE AMOUNTS TO 46% OF THE LEVY. 
DESPITE BEING A RECENT PHENOMENON, CONSCIENTIOUS 
OBJECTION HAS PUT DOWN ROOTS IN OUR COUNTRY. 
After two courts rnartial and several 
years of prison, I regained my liberty and 
joined a group organising collective 
conscientious objection at Can Serra in 
IfHospitalet, a town close to Barcelona. 
The group also ended up in prison, but 
the stay coincided with Franco's death 
and the subsequent arnnesty. The support 
groups set up at that time in different Cat- 
alan towns were the germ of the present 
struggle. 
There are three rnain elernents in the ob- 
jector's struggle. The first of these i s  cons- 
cience. As reasoning individuals we act 
with freedorn and knowledge, but espe- 
cially with responsibility. We have not 
been born to carry out orders, but to rea- 
son. Conscience rnakes us responsible for 
al1 our actions. Obedience, the basis of 
military discipline, is  a drug for freedom 
and reason, but at bottorn there rernains 
our conscience. 
The second elernent is  the military prob- 
lem. With the atom bornb and the de- 
veloprnent of chernical and bacteriologi- 
cal weapons, no army can defend us 
frorn an attack of this nature. The deadly 
power of arrns has grown so rnuch that 
military ideology propounds mutual sui- 
cide as a forrn of defence (dissuasion the- 
ory). In this way, arrnies, which at other 
times rnight have been considered a 
rneans of defending citizens, now becorne 
a threat to the survival of the hurnan spe- 
cies. The production and sale of arrns, the 
rnost irnportant and profitable business in 
the world, i s  now seen as a criminal en- 
terprise of death and destruction. 
The third elernent i s  the defence of  life. 
The absolute, radical "Thou shalt not kill" 
i s  -not only a religious principie -con- 
stantly violated, unfortunately, with the 
dire historical consequences we are al1 
aware of but from which we have not 
learned-, but the only principie guaran- 
teeing rny life and that of my loved ones. 
If it i s  lawful to kill, then anything goes. 
If killing i s  a crirne, learning to kill i s  the 
sarne as training to be a criminal when 
someone gives the order to shoot. The 
Arnerican rnarines, considered by the rnil- 
itary the best crack troops in the world, 
explain how during the period of instruc- 
tion "we turn a hurnan being into a crea- 
ture capable of responding autornati- 
cally to an order. After eight weeks, 
non-rnilitary ternperarnents are rnade into 
disciplined and aggressive rnentalities, 
trained to KILL". 
But however paradoxical and strange it 
may seern, objectors are in prison be- 
cause they don't want to learn to kill and 
there they are surrounded by rnurderers 
and crirninals in a fantastic kind of cock- 
tail. 
Along with Germany, Spain i s  at these 
rnornents the European state with the high- 
est nurnber of obiectors. More than 30% 
of the young people called to military 
service refuse and declare thernselves 
objectors. In Catalonia this attitude i s  
shared by 46% of the levy. In the Basque 
Country the figure i s  slightly higher, and 
the two cornrnunities are the driving 
force behind the obiector's fight in the 
Spanish state. Conscientious objection, a 
cornrnon tradition in Protestant Angla- 
Saxon countries, has put down powerful 
roots here in spite of being sornething re- 
latively new. 
The problern i s  cornplicated by the fact 
that 300 young "insubrnissives", largely 
Basques, are languishing in gaol for hav- 
ing refused to do both the "mili" and the 
substitute social service which they consid- 
er a punishment. Three thousand insub- 
rnissives are awaiting trial and collapsing 
the courts, which are already overloaded 
anyway, while their cases come up. There 
are thought to be a total of 10,000 in- 
subrnissives, which i s  a drarnatic record 
for Europe. In Catalonia, rnost judges 
have sensibly avoided irnprisoning thern, 
passing sentences of less than a year, 
which means the accused does not have 
to go to gaol, and in severa1 cases the 
accused has even been acquitted. This 
has caused a difficult legal problem. For 
this reason, and in spite of the rnany 
cases still pending, there are less than ten 
Catalan insubrnissives in gaol at this 
rnornent. 
